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The intertextuality between Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince(1512) and William 

Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar(1599) demonstrates how comparable contexts of political 

instability contribute to similar underlying views on achieving power, while their 

differences in political, personal and cultural context allow for Machiavelli’s ideas to be 

explored by Shakespeare in a new perspective. Societal disorder in Renaissance Italy’s 

warring states led Machiavelli to express the need for a supreme ruler, to conquer and 

stabilize Italy. Observations of rulers in his personal context in Florentine politics meant 

the handbook explores morally questionable means of deceit and manipulation to gain 

total power, as well as exploring the necessity of having loyal ministers. The Elizabethan 

rule under which Shakespeare wrote was in similar turmoil due to Elizabeth I’s lack of an 

heir, so attempted assassinations inspired similar themes of duplicitous power in Julius 

Caesar. However, reflective of the public’s growing unrest, Shakespeare presents the 

debate of republic versus monarchy, thus juxtaposing some of Machiavelli’s 

unscrupulous perspectives on cruelty and fear with generosity and public affection. In 

addition, the Renaissance genre Principum Specula (Mirror of Princes) results in the 

exploration of power to an almost unachievable standard. In contrast, Shakespeare’s 

play provides more realistic perspectives regarding the nature of imperfect leadership, 

by integrating these ideas into character and plot. The relationships between texts 

enriches an audience’s understanding of the myriad aspects of gaining and maintaining 

power, and how the relationship between text and context influences ideas.  

 

 

In order to achieve absolute power, Machiavelli explores the need for expediency and 

pragmatism, sidelining ethics where necessary. In The Prince, deceit and manipulation is 

the name of the game, and since many rulers Machiavelli observed in his political career 

did this, it is deemed acceptable, or as he describes ‘essential’, for success. To illustrate 

these traits, Machiavelli uses the analogy of the cunning ‘fox’, whose ‘deceptions always 

work’ and is ‘never short of good reason to explain away a broken promise’. The 

instructive tone of this idea, typical of an advisory handbook, is enhanced by 

contemporary allusions to Pope Alexander VI, who ‘never did anything but con people’. 

Machiavelli thus demonstrates how the instability of Italy’s unbridled chicanery is required 

to conquer Italy’s political instability. From this, parallels of instability can be drawn to 

Queen Elizabeth’s own circumstance, as her lack of an heir meant her death could cause 

civil unrest like that in Renaissance Italy. The growing threats of assassination influenced 

Julius Caesar to explore perspectives on duplicitous leadership, for example in Marc 

Antony and his ability to deceive the conspirators, successfully turning the crowd against 

them. After pledging his loyalty to them, Marc Antony infuses his eulogy with irony, stating 

‘I fear I wrong the honourable men / Whose daggers have stabbed Caesar’. The irony 

effectively reveals Antony’s true motives and his ability to manipulate his opponents and 

the public to gain power. Shakespeare’s depiction of deceit in leadership thus reflects 

Machiavelli’s perspective on duplicitous leadership in power.  
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To combat the unrest between Italy’s city-states, Machiavelli saw no other choice than to 

exercise cruelty to maintain total control, as fear from the people was a safer guarantee 

of obedience than love. The metaphor ‘a man who builds his house on the people is 

building on mud’, illustrates the risk of basing power on public loyalty, as ‘gratitude is 

forgotten the moment it’s inconvenient’. The opposite is observed in Julius Caesar, where 

public opinion had major influence on the success and failures of the leaders. As Caesar 

and Queen Elizabeth had similar positions of power, Shakespeare was conservative in 

Caesar’s representation, showing instead how he gained power through generosity and 

public affection, rather than using cruelty and fear. Brutus expresses this affection through 

personification of ‘applauses are… heaped on Caesar’, highlighting the public’s 

overwhelming support. Upon Caesar’s death, Marc Antony uses repetition to emphasise 

his generosity of leaving money to ‘every roman citizen… every several man’, swaying 

the crowd to Caesar’s support. Machiavelli states that fear is ‘something people will never 

forget’, using high modality to convey his lesson, however, Julius Caesar depicts the 

opposite result, where honour was remembered over cruelty. Even after Brutus’ fall from 

glory, where he is labelled ‘butcher’ and ‘brutish beast’, highlighting his cruelty through 

crude lexical choice, in his death he is remembered for his honour, as ‘the noblest Roman 

of them all’. By the end of Queen Elizabeth’s rule, the public had become restless due to 

high taxes and growing monopolies granted to privy council members, caused by 

expenses of Spanish conflict. This contextual political and economic instability meant that 

the perspectives Shakespeare explored instead valued the importance of generosity and 

public support in ruling a nation, opposing methods of cruelty and fear.  

 

 

A crucial issue addressed in The Prince is the importance of having good ministers, and 

utilizing them to your advantage. By considering his personal context in corrupt Florentine 

politics, it can be appreciated why Machiavelli understood the dangers of having ministers 

who do not prioritise the interests of their leader. Machiavelli outlines this concept in ‘when 

you see the man thinking more for himself than for you… he’ll never make a good minister 

and you’ll never be able to trust him’. The use of balanced phrases and repetition of 

‘never’ stresses the importance of loyal ministers. This forewarning plays out through 

Cassius, who Caesar fails to defend himself from despite his public affection, contrasting 

imperfect leadership, to textbook-style ideals presented in The Prince. Caesar describes 

Cassius’ ‘lean and hungry look’ as a metaphor for his hunger for power, and further states 

‘he thinks too much: such men are dangerous’. This foreshadows Caesars eventual 

assassination, further strengthening Machiavelli’s argument. This synonymous 

underlying view can be linked to England’s similar context of instability, where Caesar’s 

murder parallels the assassination attempt from the Queen’s minister, Robert Devereux, 

thus causing Shakespeare to stress the importance of loyal ministers.   

 

 

The intricacies of political, personal and cultural context come together to shape the 

perspectives composers present in literature, as seen in The Prince and Julius Caesar. 

A comparative study of the texts reveals shared concepts of the importance of chicanery, 
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manipulation and trustworthy ministers in the acquisition and maintenance of power, all 

of which can be relatable to the author’s respective contexts of political instability.  

It is possible to say, however, that Machiavelli’s notions for ruling are too extreme and 

exacting, allowing Shakespeare to develop these concepts with a more humane and 

realistic approach to gaining and maintaining power, reflecting his relationship with his 

benefactor; the queen. Thus, through intertextuality, Machiavelli’s ideologies on power 

can be more deeply examined through the interactive nature of a play.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


